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ABSTRACT 



This study examined the demographic characteristics of 
Internet users compared with those of the general U.S. population, the 
characteristics of areas where broadband Internet transport is available and 
of consumers who selected a broadband transport provider, and the factors 
influencing consumers' choice of an ISP (Internet service provider) and how 
consumers rate the importance of content and applications offered by their 
ISP or over the Internet. Two groups of current Internet users, age 18 and 
over, were sampled- -a group intended to be representative of the U.S. 
Internet-user population and a group living in geographic areas that were 
believed to have at least one broadband option available. Results indicated 
that: (1) significant demographic differences exist between Internet users 

and the general U.S. population; (2) broadband transport via DSL and cable 
modem was most prevalent in large metropolitan areas and wealthy areas; and 
(3) Internet users most often consider price and content when selecting an 
ISP and rank e-mail and World Wide Web surfing as the most important Internet 
applications. Copies of the survey with results for each of the groups 
sampled are appended. (MES) 
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Accountability * Integrity * Reliability 



United States General Accounting Office 
Washington, D.C. 20548 



February 16, 2001 

The Honorable Edward J. Markey 
Ranking Minority Member 
Subcommittee on Telecommunications 
Committee on Energy and Commerce 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Markey: 

Americans’ use of the Internet has grown dramatically in the past few 
years. Today, there are well over 100 million Americans online. 1 Nationally, 
more than half of all households have a computer and over 80 percent of 
those households have access to the Internet. 2 A small but growing 
percentage of online households have a “broadband” connection to the 
Internet — a high-speed, high-capacity connection that provides better 
access to sophisticated forms of Internet content, such as streaming video. 
Yet during the past few years, even as Internet usage has continued to 
expand, concerns have arisen about whether a “digital divide” is occurring 
in America — that is, whether access to the Internet and other advanced 
telecommunications services is limited for Americans in lower 
socioeconomic classes or who live in rural areas. These concerns have 
arisen because the Internet offers Americans a gateway to a vast array of 
content and applications, and is expected to become a primary medium for 
communications, commerce, education, and entertainment in the 21st 
century. 3 



'According to the Department of Commerce, there were 116.5 million Americans online as 
of August 2000 — 31.9 million more than only 20 months earlier. U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Falling Through the Net: Toward Digital Inclusion (Oct. 2000), p. 33 
(“Commerce Report”). 

2 Commerce Report, p. 1. 

'The Internet also makes it easier for citizens to interact with the government. Many federal, 
state, and local agencies now have Web sites where persons can find answers to questions 
or download forms. 
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The Department of Commerce has studied and reported on consumers’ use 
of the Internet, while the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has 
monitored and reported on the deployment of broadband services. To 
respond to your concerns about the possible emergence of a digital divide 
as well as your ongoing interest in telecommunications issues, we surveyed 
Internet users to gain a deeper understanding of issues related to Internet 
usage — such as which Internet access methods Internet users thought were 
available to them, why users chose their providers, and how various 
applications (e.g., e-mail) and content (i.e., information sources or Web 
pages) available from their Internet service provider (ISP) or on the 
Internet were used. 4 This information can aid understanding of how 
advanced telecommunications services are being deployed throughout the 
United States. As agreed with your office, we examined (1) the 
demographic characteristics of Internet users compared with those of the 
general U.S. population, (2) the characteristics of areas where broadband 
Internet transport is available and of consumers who selected a broadband 
transport provider, 5 and (3) the factors influencing consumers’ choice of an 
ISP and how consumers rate the importance of content and applications 
offered by their ISP or over the Internet. 



‘'Some of the findings from our Internet-user survey were included in an earlier GAO report 
that focused on the degree of choice consumers have among communications companies 
providing transport to the Internet and among Internet service providers 
C Telecommunications : Technological and Regulatory Factors Affecting Consumer Choice of 
Internet Providers (GAO-Ol-93, Oct, 12, 2000)). That report did not deal directly with 
concerns about a digital divide, 

^CC defines services with a transmission speed of at least 200 kilobits per second (kbps) in 
one direction as “high speed.” It defines services capable of delivering a speed of 200 kbps 
or more in both directions as “advanced services” or as having “advanced 
telecommunications capability.” We use the term “broadband” to refer to services of both 
types. 
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